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[The following article by Brazilian journalist Carlos Tautz is reprinted with the permission
of Noticias Aliadas in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the Sept. 11, 1997, edition of the weekly
publication Latinamerica Press.]
Military police strikes in many Brazilian states have reopened debate on the role of the country's
public security forces. The military police are a holdover from the days of military dictatorship
(1964-1985) and, according to the Constitution, are defined as an "auxiliary branch" of the armed
forces. "The police forces were created in Brazil to protect the state and not society," says Helio Luz,
chief of Rio de Janeiro's civilian police force. In most states, the military police continue to receive
the same training they did under the dictatorship, learning to use whatever means necessary to deal
with grassroots movements. But the traditional antagonistic relationship between the police and
grassroots groups took a turn in June when officers went on strike to demand better wages.
The Central Unica dos Trabalhadores (CUR) and the Movimento Sem-Terra (MST), two traditional
targets of police repression, supported the officers' demand for better wages. "Police are workers
too," said MST leader Joao Pedro Stedile. "The problems come from the governors who send in
the troops." The strikes and protests by military and civilian police began in the central state of
Minas Gerais in June, quickly spreading to 14 of the country's 28 states. After the Minas Gerais strike
turned violent, with one officer killed during a confrontation, the state agreed to increase police
salaries from US$150 monthly to US$450.
The most violent conflicts occurred in the small northern state of Ceara, where Col. Francisco Mauro
Benevides, commander of the military police, personally tried to lead an assault on his rebellious
troops. Benevides was shot in the shoulder and struck on the head by rocks when he tried to break
up a protest march. While the strikes have ended, with most officers accepting pay raises offered
by the states, underlying questions about police structures remain. "The military apparatus today is
almost out of the control of state governors," said historian Jose Luis Werneck.
Several opposition senators say they do not have the votes in Congress to make changes in the
Brazilian police system, which they describe as corrupt and violent. According to the senators, the
military police's secret services, which were not dismantled after the dictatorship, are used to carry
out illegal investigations into the lives of politicians. Once elected, they become prisoners of the
military establishment. Brazil's states have a total of about 500,000 military police, most of whom
earn salaries well below the level needed to support a family. The base salary in the northern state
of Pernambuco, for example, is US$20 monthly. It increases to about US$150 with benefits and
bonuses.
In the wake of the police strikes, President Fernando Henrique Cardoso's administration formed
a commission to study changing the military police. The commission has received an avalanche of
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suggestions, including abolishing the military police force and replacing it with an armed national
guard. Most Brazilians, however, believe that if changes are made, they will only be superficial.
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